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Alfredo Cristiani is president of the rightist Nationalist Rebublican Alliance (ARENA), winner in
the March elections. Described as a "moderate" by the US Embassy in El Salvador, he is considered
the party's likely candidate in the 1989 presidential elections. Cristiani was interviewed in April
by Pensamiento Proprio. (Pensamiento Proprio is a publication of the Regional Coordination for
Economic and Social Research of Central America and the Caribbean-CRIES, Managua) PP: How
would you characterize ARENA? Cristiani: We are a conservative party. It has been said that we are
an ultra-right party, that we eat children, that we are going to lay waste to structural reforms, etc.,
but our positions are clear. We have participated in the Legislative Assembly, we have functioned
democratically as a party, and the people have said, "No, they aren't going around killing people."
We are not like the National Conciliation Party (PCN) that can switch from one side to the other
with no problem. We have tried to form a party with an ideological framework that champions
rights and business. Within this we have different positions some more conservative, others more
liberal but our virtue is that we have attained internal unity. PP: Will it be possible for [former]
Major [Roberto] D'Aubisson to remain an ARENA leader? Cristiani: Yes, of course. Many things
have been said about D'Aubisson that have never been proved. For my part, I have been taught
that every man is innocent until proven guilty. The party, therefore, will not turn him out. He is
ARENA's founder, and no one disputes his great party leadership. He is a charismatic politician
and person. PP: When you negotiate with the US embassy, will your position be different from
that of the Christian Democrats? Cristiani: The problem with the US is that they came here to pit
one party against the other. Perhaps they have now changed. What they did in 1984 was wrong,
using US government funds to manipulate candidates. I have no problems with US aid, as such.
They have every right to set conditions and we to solicit aid for the programs we feel are most
important. For better or worse, they are the ones helping us, but it must be help based on mutual
respect. Former Colonel Sigfrid Ochoa stated that when ARENA takes over the presidency, they
will have the US advisers withdraw. But the party has never talked of getting rid of the advisers.
PP: How are relations between ARENA and the Reagan administration? Cristiani: [The Reagan
administration has recognized] that ARENA is a real option in Salvadoran politics. We have met
with different US leaders and it is clear that if ARENA wins the presidency in 1989 they will continue
to send aid, although perhaps not with the same generosity and fluidity shown with the Christian
Democrats. We're not about to commit some atrocity so that they can justify a cut-off. When I
visited Washington, I met with Elliott Abrams and he told me, "I authorize you to say that when
Rey Prendes [one two Christian Democrat presidential candidates) was here, I didn't meet with him
and instead, I met with you." PP: How do you view El Salvador's economic crisis? Cristiani: There
is too much state control, and this has provoked corruption and inefficiency which is strangling the
economy. In the case of coffee we would like to see the state simply oversee domestic prices, not
monopolize exports. We need to privatize the banks. Most of all, we need a confident private sector.
Confidence is very intangible, but very important for a functioning economy. Our work is at the
legislative level. We believe in distributing wealth more equitably, but not the means of production.
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The majority of private businesses give salaries above the minimum wage set by law. The answer
is that each business, within the market economy, decides its direction. PP: Will you begin reforms
now or wait for presidential control? Cristiani: The power of ARENA in the Legislative Assembly
is not sufficient to challenge the presidency, and we know that Duarte doesn't agree with us on
many policies. For now we will work towards our objectives, within a framework of what Duarte can
also accept. PP: What is ARENA's solution to the armed conflict? Cristiani: The problem is serious.
Nothing will ever be sufficient to defeat a self-proclaimed marxist group trying to take power. If
I raise an issue here they will raise another which goes further. They will always invent reasons
for more and more reforms. Today everybody is talking about political consensus, but we need to
make it so that those who do not only want to participate in this consensus will become completely
isolated. PP: How do you view the criticisms made by Ochoa about the handling of the war and the
need to use more forceful measures? Cristiani: I have no experience in this but I have heard that
the military's actions can be improved. As long as the FMLN does not want to enter into a political
solution, there is no other alternative, although a war of this kind is difficult to win militarily. They
won't allow it to happen. They have very diverse means of struggle. They have been weakened,
but they continue. Some think that the armed option has to be strengthened but I don't think that
anyone can say that that will resolve the conflict. A guerrilla group can, even with just 100 people,
reach into the city as they have been doing.

-- End --
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